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INTERVIEW 
I R E N E U  S E G A R R A  
IRENEU SEGARRA I MALLA (IVARS D'URGELL, URGELL, 
1 9 17), MUSICIAN. IN 1 953 HE WAS APPOINTED TEACHER OF 
THE CHOIR AND CHAPEL OF MONTSERRAT, A POST HE 
STILL HOLDS TODAY. HE HAS MADE MORE THAN A 
HUNDRED RECORDINGS, SOME OF WHICH HAVE WON 
NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL PRIZES. UNDER HIS 
DIRECTION, THE CHOIR HAS PERFORMED IN ITALY, 
BELGIUM, GERMANY, AUSTRIA, SWITZERLAND, JAPAN, 
ISRAEL, ETC. WITH ENORMOUS SUCCESS. HE FOUNDED THE 
ESCOLA MUSICAL DE PEDAGOGIA, WHICH USES THE NEW 
IRENEU SEGARRA METHOD NOW SO WIDESPREAD IN 
CATALONIA. 
J O A N  V I V E S  J O U R N A L I S T .  C A T A L U N Y A  M Ú S I C A  
ineteen-ninety-four was the 
year of the commemoration of 
the 400th anniversary of the 
death of two great Renaissance contra- 
puntists, Orlando di Lasso and Giovanni 
Pierluigi da Palestrina. To mark the 
event, the E.B.U. (European Broadcast- 
ing Union) decided to promote a series 
of concerts devoted to the work of Pa- 
lestrina and sponsored by each of the 
radio stations belonging to the Union. 
Catalunya Música (Catalunya Radio's 
classical and modern music channel) 
also took part. 
What was the Catalan contribution to 
this European event to be? The answer 
came from the station's co-ordinator, 
Pere Burés: the Choir of Montserrat, di- 
rected by Father lreneu Segarra. 
The Choir accepted the challenge and 
on the evening of Wednesday 4 May 
1994, the concert was held in the basili- 
ca of Montserrat and broadcast live by 
Catalunya Música. 
The concert once more put the limelight 
on a Benedictine monk born in 191 7 in 
lvars d'urgell, "a very tiny village", as 
he himself says, who between 1927 
and 1931 was a member of the choir 
and who then decided to follow his vo- 
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cation as a monk. This was Father Ire- 
neu Segarra, composer, educationalist 
and at present conductor of the Choir 
of Montserrat. 
One morning I visited the monastery to 
speak to him. His sun-filled office has a 
pleasant view over Olesa de Montserrat 
and the Llobregat delta with the moun- 
tains of the Collserola range in the dis- 
tance. 
-Father Ireneu, do you find Palestrina a 
difficult composer to perform? 
-That depends. The motets we sing 
every day aren't difficult. As for the 
concert, what made it complicated was 
that the score, and especially the mass, 
were for six voices, and the range the 
composer gave it. This made the music 
much richer, but at the sume time it 
called for more technique. The first time 
1 saw the score 1 thought 'Oh dear! We're 
in for trouble!' It took a lot of work, but in 
the end the music carried us along with it. 
The reference to Palestrina's music was 
inevitable. 
-What's your favourite repertory with 
the choir? 
-Counterpoint is where 1 feel most at 
home, especially the work of Tomás Luis 
de Victoria, which isn't so classical or so 
technical as Palestrina's, but which is 
very expressive, highly perfe.cted. 1 also 
like conducting Brahms, with al1 his 
energy, or Haydn ... and others. 
-Never lay music? 
- We sing it in the concerts ... mainly 
songs. Actually the choir doesn't get 
much of a chance to sing /ay music. Our 
duties in the chape1 at the Monastery of 
Montserrat mean that our concerts are 
few and far between and usually in dif- 
ferent places. That's why during the 
year we have the sume programme 
mude up partly of Montserrat music and 
partly of classical and popular com- 
posers. 
-How do you feel about Catalan trans- 
lations of the foreign words in the works 
of the main repertory? 
-We use them al1 the time! I don't like 
singing in French or German. 1 don't feel 
myself and 1 think it must have the sume 
effect on others. 1 respect other choirs 
that do, but we don't. When you sing 
you need to express the words. The 
words are so closely tied to the music 
that you can't just say words, words, 
without understanding what you're say- 
ing. Each word has to be given a cer- 
tain weight, a special feeling. O f  
course, the translated text doesn't 
always respect the original meaning. 
But when we sing Brahms's Psalm XIII in 
Catalan, for example, the boys throw 
themselves into it, they give it a feeling 
they wouldn't give it if they were singing 
in German. 
-When the boys who ioin the choir at 
the age of ten find they have to sing a 
classical repertory, what's their reac- 
tion? Do they find it difficult to get used 
to it? 
-0n  the contrary. As the new items in 
the repertory arrive they get very exci- 
ted. Mendelssohn's "Laudate Pueri': 
Brahms 'S Psalm XIII, Poulenc S Litanies. .. 
they 're always very enthusiastic, they 
look forward to them. When 1 te11 them 
we're going to start rehearsing them 
they cheer. The youngest join round 
about 10 September, and we try to see 
to it that by Christmas they can sing 
with the older ones, at least the midday 
salve. Then come the rehearsals for the 
evening pieces, so as to join in after 
Easter. 
Father Ireneu's growing enthusiasm has 
become clearer with each answer. And 
he has good cause for that and more; 
he's been conducting choirboys at 
Montserrat for a long time. 
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-How long have you been conducting 
the choir? 
-Without a break, since 1953. And 1 
also did it for a year during 1 950- 1 95 1, 
because Father David Pujol, the conduc- 
tor at the time, went to Rome to teach. 
Before that 1 was the substitute for eight 
or ten years. You might say I've been 
with the choir al1 my life. 
-How did you feel when you were 
given the iob? 
-When Father David Pujol was named 
superior of a monastery in Medellin 
(Colombia), 1 was mude interim conduc- 
tor, because they didn't think my health 
would stand it -1 was very unwell. And 1 
kept going for one, two, three years. 
Meanwhile the boys got used to a new 
way of singing and a new repertory. 
That new way of singing obviously coin- 
cided with the beginning of the new 
age, with the growing domination of 
technology and with a change in the 
way of looking on society itself, 
amongst many other things. 
-Had the choir made any recordings 
before you became conductor? 
-A few, but not much recording went on 
before. Father Anselm Clavé, a previous 
conductor of the choir, mude the first 
recordings before 1933. After that, Fa- 
ther David Pujol recorded works by Pa- 
lestrina and Casanoves. 1 started record- 
ing with the Alhambra company in 
Barcelona, recording Casanoves's re- 
sponsories with an orchestra. It was 
quite an event, because they'd always 
been recorded with an organ. Nowa- 
days, 1 can't bear to listen to those first 
recordings 1 conducted. 
-Why not? 
-Because 1 was still very much influ- 
enced by the way of singing of the time. 
Today, the technical side has changed a 
lot too. 
-Have al1 your records been recorded 
at the monastery? 
-At first they were. Then we mude some 
in Barcelona. The first one we recorded 
abroad was the Missa Romana, actually 
at the church of Saint Agnes in Rome. It 
was a great success. Soon after that, in 
1974, we recorded the Missa Salisbur- 
gensis in Salzburg, where we also gave 
two concerts. 1 remember that Carl Orff 
and Karl Bohm were there. We also 
recorded for Radio Cologne. 
-When was the first time the choir left 
the monastery to perform? 
-1n 1950 part of the Choir went to sing 
in Rome, in the days of Pius XII, on the 
occasion of the proclamation of the 
dogma of the Assumption. But the first 
concert it gave outside the monastery 
was in 1958 in Barcelona. 
-Your personal imprint when it comes to 
conducting is elasticity, agili ty... A flow- 
ing, very ethereal proiection of time? 
-Some choirs and chapels in the north 
have a squarer, more bombastic sound 
to them. The English choirs, for exam- 
ple, sing slowly and let the chords reso- 
nate.. . and it's beautiful, but it's not 
counterpoint. I've always tried to be 
agile, flexible, without fits and starts. 
Counterpoint has to speak and be very 
expressive. 
-How do you go about the ideal tone- 
less voice? 
-First of al1 by getting rid of al1 the 
defects: gutturalism, the cracks, the na- 
sal tones. Good breathing is important, 
a voice from the head, not straining the 
throat, not attacking in jerks, but singing 
with interest and feeling. 
-What do you think of counterpoint 
using women's voices instead of boys 
and altos? 
-1t can be very nice, but it's not the real 
thing. In those days it was sung by boys 
and men, some of them as falsettos. To 
celebrate an anniversary of Palestrina, 1 
think it's more suitable not to use mixed 
choirs. 
-Whatls the nicest thing anyone's ever 
said to you? 
-1 was especially sensitive to praise in 
the first years of conducting the Choir. 1 
remember Abbot Aureli Maria Escarré 
saying, " ... you move us all, you've won 
us al1 over.. . ". 
-Are you aware that the name of Father 
lreneu is  beginning to be something of a 
legend? 
-Not a legend, no! (He laughs and 
blushesl. Constancy above al1 and in al1 
things. I've got the method going after 
twenty years' work, and for thirty I've 
been preaching what today has be- 
come official music teaching and which 
at that time was hardly accepted by 
anyone. 
-How did you get mixed up in an edu- 
cational method for teaching music? 
-Frankly, I 'd never have created a 
method. Thiriy years ago, 1 asked for mu- 
sic studies to be updated and 1 had the 
support of friends in Barcelona. 1 could 
see the usefulness and the interest of 
some of the techniques 1 was practising 
with the Choir. 1 also saw how the boys 
enjoyed themselves making real music, 
and not just learning exercises and 
theory. 1 took my own experience as my 
basis and guessed what the boys' aspi- 
rations might be. 
It was talking with a series of friends 
like Mr Casulleres, Rafael Ferrer, Joan 
Casals ... and other musicians, following 
a new law in 1970 that didn't allow us 
to make music with the Choir, that we 
had a meeting with Villar-Palasí, later 
Minister of Education and at that mo- 
ment director of the Autonomous Uni- 
versity of Barcelona. It was then that, 
over and above the particular problem 
of the Choir, we looked at the entire 
syllabus for musical education. A gen- 
eral education was needed for schools 
and 1 was asked to do it. So 1 got to 
work on a syllabus. When 1 had fin- 
ished, everyone concerned got together, 
1 showed it to them and they liked it ... 
But it had to be put into practice. As 1 
finished each part, 3 or 4 collaborators 
come up here to the monastery and 
1 discussed it with them. At the end 
of a year we started the meetings in 
the village of Parets to speak of the 
method's new techniques. That was in 
1 973. 
-1s your method thought out in Catalan? 
-Yes. It's been developed with Catalan 
schools in mind and that's why it's 
based on Catalan songs. 1 deliberately 
left out traditional songs from out- 
side Catalonia. But now 1 see that in the 
new books being published some are 
included. That's fine, but as 1 see it we 
need to set our roots in Catabn songs. 
That's what 1 did, following the example 
of Hungary, which helped me a lot. 1 
went to Hungary with Joan Casals 
at  the start, to study the Kodaly method, 
which showed me how much you 
can do. 
-What's your chief musical concern 
today? 
-Renewing people's interest in music! 
When I left the monastery, Father lreneu 
remained working at his desk, finishing 
off the "8th Teacher's Book" of the 
method named after him. This, in fact, is 
the last installment. As he saw me out, he 
confessed that a new revision of the 
method was needed, and also that he 
was very keen to compose, something 
he had been leaving to one side in re- 
cent years. 
Although he denies it out of humility, 
Father lreneu has become something of 
a living legend in our country, a name 
that will live on in recordings, composi- 
tions, and especially alongside a 
system of music teaching which is not 
only recognized but fully applied. That 
morning, I felt as it I had seen at first 
hand the human, enterprising and im- 
passioned dimension of a man who has 
devoted his life to everything he most 
firmly believes in. ¤ 
